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AUSTRALIANS AT WAR – WWIAUSTRALIANS AT WAR – WWI

Conscription

IntroductionIntroduction

By 1916 fewer men were volunteering to go 
overseas to fight in the war.

Casualties were growing.

The Government wanted to increase the number of 
recruits through conscription, and not just 

through volunteers.

ConscriptionConscription

The Federal Government had the power under the 
Defence Act to conscript men into the army, but 
those men could only serve in Australia.  They 
could not be sent overseas to fight.

The Government could change the Act of 
Parliament to extend the power to conscript men 
for overseas service, but it did not have a 
majority of votes in support in the Senate.

The conscription debateThe conscription debate

In 1916 and again in 1917 the Government held a 
‘referendum’ or a ‘plebiscite’ on the issue –
really a giant public opinion poll.  The 
government hoped that a large majority of the 
population would vote for conscription, and this 
would convince some Senators that the people 
wanted it, and they should therefore change the 
Act.

The conscription debateThe conscription debate

The people voted narrowly against conscription in 
1916, and again in 1917 when the Government 
tried a second time.

Enlistment Figures (1914-1918)Enlistment Figures (1914-1918)
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Results of Votes (1916 and 1917)Results of Votes (1916 and 1917)
Look at the following examples of campaign 
documents and complete the following:
Look at the following examples of campaign 
documents and complete the following:

1. Decide if they support the Yes or No case
2. Decide to whom they are appealing, whom they 

want to influence
3. List the main reasons being put why people 

should support or oppose conscription
4. Why might some be specifically directed to 

women?
5. What effect might this have on women?
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Finish the following sentences:Finish the following sentences:

The votes on the issue of 
conscription were very 
close because…

The issue of conscription 
caused great 
bitterness, division and 
conflict in Australian 
society because…


